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Relating Examinations to the Common 
European Framework
Introduction
A cornerstone in the domain of language learning, teaching and testing in Europe 
is undoubtedly the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: 
Learning, teaching, assessment (Council of Europe 2001), henceforth referred to as 
“the CEF”. The CEF has been the central theme of many discussions and develop-
ment work among test providers and individual language testers throughout Europe. 
Such discussions have contributed to getting a better grasp of a number of existing 
problems and facilitated movement towards transparency and convergence in langu-
of Europe. After a number of medium-term projects, a symposium in Rüschlikon in 
November 1991 produced a recommendation for developing a European Framework 
of Reference for language teaching and learning and for a study to be made of the 
feasibility of a European Language Portfolio (ELP) for reporting achievement in lan-
guage skills in relation to that Framework.
circulated in March 1997 for a wide-scale round of consultation before being sub-
the years that followed led to the publication of the Framework in English, German, 
French in 2001 to mark the European Year of Languages. (For a detailed account 
of development work related to the scales, see North 2000; North/Schneider 1998; 
Schneider/North 2000; a set of case studies in using the CEF is available in Alderson 
2002).
The CEF as framework in testing and assessment in 
Europe
There has been a strongly growing interest in Europe (and indeed increasingly else-
where) in linking examinations to the CEF. While the CEF is designed to serve as a 
tool for those involved in the development of syllabuses, curriculum guidelines, text-
and examinations:
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„One of the aims of the Framework is to help partners to describe the levels 
purpose the Descriptive Scheme and the Common Reference Levels have been 
developed. Between them they provide a conceptual grid, which users can ex-
ploit to describe their system.“ (p. 21)
It appears that the calibrated Common Reference Levels have attracted more atten-
tion than the other key element of the CEF, the descriptive scheme. They provide 
a qualitatively new tool for the needs of transparency in testing and examinations. 
Figueras et al. (2005) have characterized the CEF as a structured collection of de-
scriptors for a very broad range of communicative language activities and aspects of 
-
titative way. Qualitatively, six main categories are distinguished in 3 x 2 setup: recep-
tion, production and interaction in the modes ‘spoken’ and ‘written’. Each of these 
six cells are then further subdivided. In the 2001 edition, there are 54 sets of such de-
scriptor scales. Quantitatively, the categories for communicative language activities, 
the assessment purpose and context requires this.
Since the Council of Europe Symposium in Rüschlikon, in 1991, which launched 
the process that led to the CEF and the ELP, there has been more and more demand 
within the Council of Europe and the European Union. Figueras et al. (2005) note that 
this means that the CEF is increasingly referred to as the obvious basis for the mu-
-
ment in Europe is known (even without empirically documented studies) to display 
a wide range of traditions, institutional infrastructure, resources and professionalism. 
Figueras et al. (2005) suggest that:
„Therefore it is not surprising that following the publication of the CEF, there 
have been calls on several occasions for the Council of Europe to take a more 
active role in assisting examination providers in their efforts to situate their ex-
aminations within the Common European Framework, and in validating – in 
one form or another – language examinations that claim such linkage.“
In response to the expressed need for guidance to assist examination providers to 
relate their examinations to the CEF, the Council of Europe produced in September 
2004 a preliminary pilot version of a Manual for Relating language Examinations to 
the Common European Framework of Reference (Council of Europe 2003) - referred 
to from now on as “the Manual” (www.coe.int). A reference supplement with more 
technical information is also available on the website.
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The Manual: Procedures proposed for linking 
examinations to the CEF
The primary aim of the Manual is to help the providers of examinations to develop, ap-
ply and report transparent, practical procedures in order to relate their examination(s) 
to the CEF. The approach developed offers guidance to users to:
describe the examination coverage, administration and analysis procedures;
relate results reported from the examination to the “Common Reference 
Levels” presented in Chapter 3 of the CEF;
provide supporting evidence that reports the procedures followed to do so.
The Manual has wider aims to actively promote and facilitate co-operation among 
relevant institutions and experts in member countries. The Manual aims to:
contribute to competence building in the area of linking assessments to the 
CEF;
encourage increased transparency on the part of examination providers;
encourage the development of both formal and informal national and interna-
tional networks of institutions and experts.
Relating an examination or test to the CEF is a complex endeavour. The existence 
of such a relation is not a simple observable fact, but is an assertion for which the 
examination provider needs to provide both theoretical and empirical evidence. The 
procedures by which such evidence is put forward can be summarized by the term 
“validation of the claim”. It is important to note that while the Manual covers a broad 
range of activities, its aim is limited:
-
tion of a claim that a certain examination or test is linked to the CEF.
It does not provide a general guide how to construct good language tests or 
examinations. There are several useful guides that do this and they should be 
consulted. Relating examinations to CEF makes sense only if the examinations 
are of good quality.
It does not prescribe any single approach to constructing language tests or ex-
aminations. While the CEF espouses an action-oriented approach to language 
learning and use, being comprehensive it accepts that different examinations 
-
nation to CEF, it is the prior responsibility of the examination providers to 
demonstrate the validity of their examination by showing that it assesses the 
constructs intended.
Relating examinations to the CEF can best be seen as a process of “building an ar-
gument” based on a theoretical rationale. As noted above, the central concept within 
this process is “validity”, and this can be seen in a graphical representation of the 
process (Figure 1).
The Manual presents four inter-related sets of procedures that users are advised 
to follow in order to design a linking scheme in terms of a set of required activities. 
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reliable scores and yield valid interpretations. The activities carried out in all four sets 
of procedures contribute to the validation process.
Familiarisation: a selection of activities designed to ensure that participants in the 
linking process have a detailed knowledge of the CEF. This familiarisation stage 
-
dures. In terms of validation, these procedures are an indispensable starting point. 
An account of the activities taken and the results obtained is an essential prelimi-
nary component of the validation report.
: a self-audit of the coverage of the examination (content and tasks 
use and the language learner” and CEF Chapter 5 “The user/learner’s competenc-
es.” As well as serving a reporting function, this exercise also has a certain aware-
ness-raising function that may assist in further improvement in the quality of the 
-
tion of the test have been undertaken carefully, following good practice.
Standardisation: suggested procedures to facilitate the implementation of a common 
understanding of the “Common Reference Levels” presented in CEF Chapter 3. 
Standardised exemplars will be provided to assist training in the standardisation 
of judgements.
are taken in a principled manner on the basis of evidence from pre-testing as well 
as expert judgement.
Empirical Validation: the collection and analysis of test data and ratings from as-
sessments to provide evidence that both the examination itself and the linking to 
the CEF are sound. Suggestions and criteria are provided for adequate and cred-
ible validation appropriate for different contexts. These procedures assure that 
practice (“test-in-action”) and data on how persons belonging to the target popula-
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Since the Manual concerns linking examinations to the CEF, the issue of standard 
setting – the setting of performance standards – is central to the endeavour. Standard 
setting is the process of setting and validating the “cut off score(s)” for the different 
grades reported from a test. In the context of the Manual, this means using standard-
setting procedures to allocate the cut off scores for the CEF level(s) reported by the 
through analysis of test data, preferably in connection with an external criterion (in 
Empirical Validation).
While standard setting in language education is relatively new in a European con-
text, it is not a new development. In fact, systematic standard setting in education has 
by Nedelsky in 1954. Since then dozens of methods have been proposed (for a good 
review of the developments in standard setting, see Cizek 2001; Kaftandjieva 2004). 
The growing interest in using content and performance standards and the high sta-
for standard-setting. In the two consecutive editions of the Standards for Educational 
and Psychological Testing (American Educational Research Association, American 
Psychological Association, and National Council on Measurement in Education 
1985, 1999) the standards related to standard setting have increased from 6 to 13. 
The linkage between language examinations and the CEF can be established in at 
least three different ways:
far).
itself already been linked to the CEF scales (so far, such scales have been cons-
tructed at least in Finnish and Catalan).
Indirect linkage via equation to an existing test that has already been linked to 
the CEF scales.
Irrespective of the approach adopted in the particular concrete situation, the linkage 
always requires some form of standard-setting. In other words, standard-setting is in 
the core of the linkage process (Kaftandjieva 2004).
Some issues to be addressed
In spite of the fact that the CEF offers considerably greater explicitness than most 
curricular documents, the CEF is still quite an abstract descriptive system. Thus to 
answer the following basic question is not an easy task:
By which procedures can a person be assigned to one of the described levels 
on the basis of his/her test performance in such a way that the assigned level 





Another challenge is posed by the commonly put question:
“How can I be sure that your B1 (in country A for language L with test X) is my 
B1 (in country B for language M using test Y)?”
The questions do not stop here. Further issues to be resolved include e.g. these:
How many items at a given level do test takers need to get right, and/or what 
proportion of the descriptors at a given level need to apply to a test taker for 
them to be assigned to a particular level?
What standard-setting strategies would be the most appropriate in setting cut-
off scores (compensatory, conjunctive, mixed/hybrid, disjunctive; Kaftandjieva 
2004) and what external validation procedures are necessary to corroborate 
their results?
How should scores from different sections and sub-tests be summarized in 
order to produce one score for each skill, and report an overall global CEF 
level?
A special issue of the journal of Language Testing to appear in the autumn of 2005 
et al. (2005).
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